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Mark 9: 30-37       
30They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want 
anyone to know it; 31for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The 
Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and 
three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32But they did not 
understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 
 
33Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked 
them, “What were you arguing about on the way?” 34But they were silent, for 
on the way they had argued with one another who was the greatest. 35He sat 
down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be 
last of all and servant of all.” 36Then he took a little child and put it among 
them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 37“Whoever welcomes one 
such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not 
me but the one who sent me.” 
 
 “Now, the Star Belly Sneetches had bellies with stars. The Plain Belly 

Sneetches had none upon thars. Those stars weren’t so big. They were really 

so small. You might think such a thing wouldn’t matter at all.” So begins one 

of my favorite childhood stories by Dr. Seuss.  

 “But because they had stars, all the Star Belly Sneetches would brag, 

‘We’re the best kind of Sneetches on the beaches.’ With their snoots in the air, 

they would sniff and they’d snort, ‘We’ll have nothing to do with the Plain 

Belly sort!’ And whenever they met some, when they were out walking, they’d 

hike right on past them without even talking.”   

 “When the Star Belly children went out to play ball, could a Plain Belly 

get in the game…? No, not at all. You only could play if your bellies had stars, 

and the Plain Belly children had none upon thars.” 

 “When the Star Belly Sneetches had frankfurter roasts or picnics or 

parties or marshmallow toasts, they never invited the Plain Belly Sneetches.  



 

They left them out cold, in the dark of the beaches. They kept them away. 

Never let them come near. And that’s how they treated them year after year.”   

 It’s not difficult to see throughout history just how vulnerable we are as 

humans to our patterns of living … and loving … and believing …. Dr. Seuss 

saw it in 1961 when he wrote about “The Sneetches” … and today’s scripture 

passage makes it clear that this pitfall of ours goes back thousands of years.  

People are saying various things about Jesus, trying to understand what is 

going on in their encounters with him. Because they struggle to think outside 

the bounds of what they already know, they keep identifying him as one great 

hero or prophet or another. It was far easier to believe he was someone they 

already knew than someone new on the scene who might challenge their 

belief systems. We heard last week that Peter declares Jesus to be the 

Messiah, the one who will free Israel. And now, the disciples quickly devolve 

into arguing with one another about which one of them is the greatest.   

 You can almost imagine it. One chimes in, “I stayed up the latest with 

Jesus while he was praying the other night, clearly I’m the most faithful.” 

Another says, “Yeah, but I was the one who found the kid with the fish and 

loaves that Jesus turned into food for everyone.” “That was nice, but I’ve 

brought him the most people to be healed,” a third chimes in. “Y’all wouldn’t 

even be able to find your way from place to place if you didn’t have me to tell 

you which way to turn!” says yet another. “Sure, but he trusts me with the 

money…” says another. I suspect that each of the twelve could have named 

something that would set them apart, and above, their traveling buddies. 

This traveling band of mismatched guys – all selected to be a part of a 

movement that has the potential to CHANGE THE WORLD – and THEY 

spend their time arguing over their ranking in the group. It’s such an easy 

trap to fall into.   



 

 Who got the promotion and who didn’t? Did everyone get a raise or only 

a few friends of the boss? Should we invite her to the book study or look for 

someone else? Who has a membership to the club and who doesn’t? Which 

school do they go to or what team do they root for? What car do I drive or 

what designer outfit will I wear to the big event next week? Where did you 

take your family for vacation this year? We have thousands of ways to 

classify and identify ourselves and a thousand other ways to try to identify 

our worth in the world. At the root of it all are questions about, “Who’s in, 

who’s out and where do we all rank?”   

 This desire to classify, to compete with one another, to, even 

subconsciously, determine who is like us and who is not – it’s all a part of the 

human condition, so ingrained in us that we often don’t even see what we’re 

doing.  

 “When the Star Belly Sneetches had frankfurter roasts or picnics or 

parties or marshmallow toasts, they never invited the Plain Belly Sneetches.  

They left them out cold, in the dark of the beaches. They kept them away.  

Never let them come near. And that’s how they treated them year after year.” 

 “Then ONE day, it seems … while the Plain Belly Sneetches were 

moping and doping along on the beaches, just sitting there wishing their 

bellies had stars … a stranger zipped up in the strangest of cars!” 

 “‘My friends,’ he announced in a voice clear and keen, ‘My name is 

Sylvester McMonkey McBean. And I’ve heard your troubles. I’ve heard you’re 

unhappy. But I can fix that. I’m the Fix-it-up-Chappie. I’ve come here to help 

you. I have what you need. And my prices are low. And I work at great 

speed.’” 

 “Then quickly, Sylvester McMonkey McBean put together a very 

peculiar machine. And he said, ‘You want stars like the Star Belly Sneetch?  

My friends, you can have them for three dollars each!’” 



 

 Of course, when the PLAIN Belly Sneetches became STAR Belly 

Sneetches, the Star Belly Sneetches wanted their stars removed, so Sylvester 

McMonkey McBean created a STAR-OFF machine.  And, in the words of Dr. 

Seuss, “Then, of course, from then on, as you can probably guess, things 

really got into a horrible mess.”   

 Sneetches wanting stars, Sneetches wanting stars removed.  

“Throughout the machines they raced round and about again, changing their 

stars every minute or two. They kept paying money. They kept running 

through, until neither the Plain nor the Star Bellies knew, whether this one 

was that one … or that one was this one … or which one was what one … or 

what one was who.” 

 “Then, when every last cent of their money was spent, the Fix-it-up-

Chappie packed up and he went. And he laughed as he drove in car up the 

beach, ‘They never will learn. No. You can’t teach a Sneetch.’” 

 So, the disciples get caught in the act. “What were you arguing about on 

the way?” Jesus asked them. Verse 34 is the giveaway for anyone who has 

ever worked or lived with kids! It starts, “But they were silent….” Everyone 

knows … that guilty party right there! The disciples have been called out for 

being wrapped up in their own personal desires and preferences and they 

know they are guilty of putting their own preferences ABOVE the mission 

they have been called to live out.   

 Then, Jesus says two things that, at first glance, seem to be fairly 

unrelated. “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  

Okay, we get that … we’re supposed to serve one another. Good, easy theory, 

we’ll work on implementing it. But then, he calls over a child and says, 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever 

welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” Why is Jesus 

making this leap from servant to child?   



 

 Two things: first, the hearers of the time would have made a connection 

that we miss because it’s lost in translation. They would have made the 

connection based on vocabulary, because one word used for “servant” was 

often pronounced, “PAI-D” which is closely related to the word used here for 

“little child,” which is PAIDION.  So, there was a play on words happening 

here. 

 Second, those hearing would have recognized an even deeper 

connection. Servants were low on the social totem pole, holding very little 

honor and having their worth determined only by what service they could 

provide to a household. But a child, a child was even less of a benefit to the 

household. A child didn’t contribute much, if anything, to the economic value 

of a household or a community in those days. A child couldn’t do anything to 

enhance one’s position in the struggle for prestige, power or influence. The 

thought was that a person obtained no real benefit from providing a child 

with hospitality, respect and honor like one might offer to someone with 

whom you wanted to build trust, or to whom you wanted to show off your 

status and value in the community.  

 Into that setting, Jesus says that in order to be great in the Kingdom of 

God, one must become a lowly servant. And, if you want to hang out with 

Jesus, you better start hanging out with kids. All of a sudden Jesus takes 

what everyone knows to be true … and turns it upside down.   

 “And he laughed as he drove in a car up the beach, ‘They never will 

learn. No. You can’t teach a Sneetch.’ But McBean was quite wrong. I’m quite 

happy to say, that the Sneetches got really quite smart on that day, the day 

they decided that Sneetches are Sneetches and no kind of Sneetch is the best 

on the beaches.”     

   You want to hang out with Jesus? Start looking around you … for all 

the people who aren’t already in your circle of friends. The cashier at the gas 



 

station, the frazzled waitress who took a little too long to bring your meal, the 

kids in the booth next to you laughing and talking with outside voices even 

though they are clearly inside, the socially awkward co-worker, the fussy 

baby in church, wild Uncle Bernard who is always spouting off about one 

conspiracy theory or another at the dinner table … that person you thought 

was of relatively little value to you … or the one you hoped you wouldn’t run 

into anytime in the near future … they might just be the way that YOU get 

to see GOD. 

 “That day, all the Sneetches forgot about stars and whether they had 

one, or not, upon thars.” May it be so. Amen. 


